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Our Addiction to Oil is Making Us Sick 
The Health Impacts of Oil 

 

Our economy is heavily dependent on oil. We use oil to power our cars, heat our homes, 

and create a vast number of goods, from fertilizers to synthetic fibers that contribute to 

our daily lives. However, our dependence on oil comes at a high cost to our health, our 

environment, and our economy. Drilling and refining release large amounts of toxins into 

our air, water and soil and the burning of oil in cars and trucks exacerbates air quality 

problems and can trigger asthma attacks. Our addiction to this limited resource is pushing 

us to explore in even more extreme places, like the Alberta tar sands and deep offshore 

waters, increasing the risk of accidents and worsening the toll exacted on our 

environment. 

 

� Off shore drilling contributes large amounts of heavy-metal toxins to ocean waters 

and the seafloor 
 

• Mercury, Cadmium, lead, and hexavalent chromium are common toxins found in 

drilling “muds” or thick lubricants used to push debris out of the well and cool the 

path of the drill bit as it rotates
1
. A single exploratory well dumps approximately 

25,000 pounds of toxic metals into the ocean from these muds
2
.  

• Mercury is known to cause impairment in neurological development. Inhalation 

of cadmium causes pulmonary irritation, and chronic exposure can lead to kidney 

disease. Lead can lead to brain and nervous system damage in children and 

reproductive damage in adults. Hexavalent chromium leads to irritation of the 

respiratory tract and chronic exposure can lead to lung cancer.  

• The EPA and oil industry agree that more than 1 billion tons of unregulated, 

toxin-laden mud are discharged into the ocean from offshore drilling rigs 

annually
3
.  

• New oil discoveries are at greater depths and require more of these toxic “muds” 

to be pumped through exploratory wells, contaminating the ocean floor and 

eventually making their way through our food system.  

 

� Catastrophic oil spills like the Exxon-Valdez, and the BP disaster in the Gulf have 

long term consequences to our health and environment  

 

• Exxon Valdez clean-up workers faced average oil mist exposures 12 times greater 

than government-accepted levels. Those who washed the beach with hot water 
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faced a maximum exposure 400 times higher than these limits. Many suffered 

subsequent health problems and in 1989, 1,811 workers filed compensation 

claims primarily for respiratory problems
4
. 

• The U.S. National Institute of Health has launched a long range study to look at 

the health impacts of the BP oil spill on clean up workers
5
. While the long term 

health effects of oil spills are unknown, the emotional and psychological turmoil 

caused by loss of livelihood is evident
6
.   

 

� In addition to the heavy-metal toxins spewing into the ocean, oil rigs dump toxins 

into the air   
 

• Drilling rigs onshore and offshore dump tons of nitrogen oxide, carbon monoxide, 

and sulfur dioxide into the air through on site burning of vented gases and waste 

products
7
.  

• Oil rigs in California’s Santa Barbara County alone emit 2.5 million pounds of 

sulfur oxide into the air each year, twelve times the amount released by cars in the 

entire country. Sulfur oxide shortens breath, aggravates asthma, and causes 

headaches and the burning sensation in your eyes associates with smog
8
.  

 

� Refineries emit carcinogenic compounds and toxins that cause respiratory 

problems  

 

• There are nearly 200 refineries in the U.S. emitting poisonous gases like carbon 

monoxide, sulfur oxide, nitrogen oxide, ammonia, and hydrogen sulfide that are 

produced during the refining process and are released into the air through leaks 

and incomplete combustion of fuels
9
. 

• Refineries are the largest stationary source of Volatile Organic Compounds which 

contain carcinogenic compounds such as benzene and toluene.  

• Refinery emissions of Benzene increased more than 8% between 2007 and 2008 

despite a decline in demand for petroleum products in 2008 according to company 

self-reporting to the EPA. Companies often underreport emissions
10

.  
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� Our dependence on oil is pushing us towards dirty fuels like tar sands 

• Tar sands oil is a heavy sour crude that contains more sulfur, nitrogen, mercury, 

lead, nickel, and arsenic than conventional crude oil.  

• Sulfur Dioxide, nitrogen oxide, and particulate matter make people sick, causing 

lung and respiratory problems like bronchitis, asthma, respiratory infections, and 

decreased lung function. 

• Many metals released into the air such as mercury are neurotoxins; and some of 

the volatile organic compounds emitted by refineries are carcinogenic
11

.  

 

We can no longer ignore our addiction to oil. Tens of thousands are being hospitalized; 

millions more are experiencing asthma attacks. Energy policy that brings us true energy 

independence, cleaner more efficient cars and trucks, better urban planning that reduces 

the need to drive, and a 21
st
 century transportation system that includes high speed rail 

and public transit will provide us with a clean energy future and free us from our dirty 

addiction to oil.  

                                                 
11

 Dan Woynillowicz. The Pembina Institute. Oil Sands Fever. November 2005. 

http://pubs.pembina.org/reports/OilSands72.pdf.  Accessed March 29, 2011. p. 45  


